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Top left: A wetland area and conservation buffer makes excellent wildlife and wildlife
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Top right: A pronghorn antelope on Pawnee Grassland, CO.
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Right bottom: Bird watching in warm season grassland habitat in Litchfield County, CT.

Bottom left: Habitat for ducks and geese on a restored wetland in Van Buren County, IA.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Voluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program (VPA-HIP) is a competitive grants
program that is available to State and Tribal governments. The program was first authorized under
the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (2008 Farm Bill) and was reauthorized as a result
of amendments made by the Agricultural Act of 2014. Regulations at 7 CFR part 1455 govern
implementation of the VPA-HIP. The primary objective of the VPA-HIP is to support State and
Tribal programs that encourage owners and operators of privately held farm, ranch, and forest land
to voluntarily make that land available for access by the public for hunting, fishing, and other
wildlife-dependent recreation.

The National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) requires that Federal agencies prepare
Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) for major Federal actions significantly affecting the
quality of the human environment. The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) has defined
"major Federal action" to include activities over which Federal agencies have control. When a
proposed Federal action is not likely to result in significant impacts requiring an EIS, but the
activity has not been categorically excluded from NEPA, an agency can prepare an Environmental
Assessment (EA) to assist them in determining whether there is a need for an EIS.

NRCS expects most actions carried out with VPA-HIP funds to fall within one or more of the
following existing categorical exclusions:

e Planting appropriate herbaceous and woody vegetation, which does not include
noxious weeds or invasive plants, on disturbed sites to restore and maintain the sites
ecological functions and services

e Restoring an ecosystem, fish and wildlife habitat, biotic community, or population of
living resources to a determinable pre-impact condition

e Undertaking minor agricultural practices to maintain and restore ecological
conditions in floodplains after a natural disaster or on lands impacted by human
alteration (e.g., mowing, haying, grazing, fencing, off-stream watering facilities, and
invasive species control that are undertaken when fish and wildlife are not breeding,
nesting, rearing young, or during other sensitive timeframes)

e Implementing soil control measures on existing agricultural lands, such as grade
stabilization structures (pipe drops), sediment basins, terraces, grassed waterways,
filter strips, riparian forest buffer, and critical area planting

While NRCS expects most VPA-HIP actions to be categorically excluded from the need to prepare
an EIS, some actions may not follow NRCS Conservation Practice Standards (CPSs) and therefore
may not qualify for a categorical exclusion. Therefore, NRCS has decided to prepare this
Programmatic EA to review the effects of activities that are likely to occur on the ground when
NRCS awards future VPA-HIP grant funds.

CEQ has indicated that because an EA is a concise document, the purpose of which is to determine
the need for an EIS, it should not contain long descriptions or detailed data which the agency may
have gathered. Rather, it should contain a brief discussion of the need for the proposal, alternatives
to the proposal, the environmental impacts of the proposed action and alternatives, and a list of
agencies and persons consulted.
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2.0 BACKGROUND
2.1 Overview of VPA-HIP implementation to date

Under VPA-HIP, State and Tribal governments apply for grants to fund programs administered by
those governments to encourage owners and operators of privately held farm, ranch, and forest
land to voluntarily make their land available for access by the public for wildlife-dependent
recreation, including hunting, fishing, nature viewing, photography, and bird watching. VPA-HIP
was originally administered by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Farm Service Agency
(FSA) and during that time FSA awarded VPA-HIP “partial” grants to 27 State and Tribal
governments with the intent of providing additional funds in subsequent years. However,
Congress eliminated funding for VPA-HIP before those additional awards were made. Before
implementing the partial grants, FSA worked with grantees to prepare Programmatic EAs for each
State or Tribal government grant and each EA resulted in a Finding of No Significant Impact
(FONSI).

In fiscal year (FY) 2014, Congress again authorized VPA-HIP funding and the Secretary of

Agriculture transferred administration of VPA-HIP to NRCS. The same year, NRCS accepted
proposals for VPA-HIP grants. Considerable interest from State wildlife agencies resulted in
proposals from 25 State agencies and 2 Tribal governments requesting a total of $62 million.

Of the $40 million authorized for the VPA-HIP, NRCS awarded approximately $20 million in
2014 to 9 State wildlife agencies and 1 Tribal nation, and adopted the Programmatic EAs
previously prepared by FSA for these programs, supplementing the Programmatic EAs as
necessary to address new habitat improvements that were proposed. For each one, NRCS provided
public notice and accepted public comments for 30 days. Only one comment was received, and it
was in support of the program. NRCS then published notices that it had made FONSI for each EA
and made the documents available to the public.

In FY 2015, NRCS proposed to award an additional $20 million in VPA-HIP grants. Based on its
experience with the program, NRCS prepared this national Programmatic EA to aid its decision
about whether an EIS is required and also to provide analysis of the effects likely to occur from
each future VPA-HIP grant. A draft EA and FONSI was made available to the public for 30 days.
Brief comments were received from one State, expressing no concerns about the analysis or the
effects of the program.

3.0 PURPOSE AND NEED FOR ACTION

NRCS needs to issue additional VPA-HIP grants to meet the need to expand State and Tribal
government voluntary public access and habitat improvement programs as authorized by Congress.
The purpose of VPA-HIP is to increase public access to private lands for wildlife-dependent
recreation. Approximately 70 percent of land in the United States is privately owned. Much of
that land provides wildlife habitat and could provide fishing, hunting, wildlife viewing, and other
related recreational opportunities. Many of the growing population of hunters, anglers, and nature
enthusiasts have limited recreational access to open lands. Even some public lands are inaccessible
due to adjacent private lands. Many private landowners have traditionally been reluctant to allow
public use of their land due to liability, maintenance, vandalism, and other concerns.

Recognizing these limitations, a number of State and Tribal governments created public access
programs to encourage private landowners to allow recreational uses of their land and to assist
them in improving their wildlife habitat. These programs provide financial incentives in the form
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of direct payments and liability protection as well as technical and sometimes financial assistance
for habitat improvement and management. The programs are under constant threat of being
curtailed, however, due to inadequate financial and human resources for program implementation
available to State and Tribal governments. Inadequate resources have also prevented the creation
of new public access programs. VPA-HIP provides State and Tribal governments with a portion of
the financial resources they need to maintain or expand existing and create new public access
programs. These programs meet the needs of both landowners and recreational users and maintain
economic and conservation benefits to rural communities.

4.0 ALTERNATIVES
4.1  Alternative 1: No Action — No additional VPA-HIP grants would be awarded

Under the No Action alternative, NRCS would not award any more VPA-HIP grants and the
remaining $20 million available for VPA-HIP implementation would not be used.

4.2  Alternative 2: Proposed Action — Award Additional VPA-HIP Grants

The Proposed Action alternative is to award additional VPA-HIP grants as authorized by the 2008
Farm Bill, as amended. Under this alternative, NRCS will provide an opportunity for State and
Tribal governments to apply for grants to encourage owners and operators of privately held farm,
ranch, and forest land to voluntarily make that land available for access by the public for hunting,
fishing, and other wildlife-dependent recreation and to improve and manage fish and wildlife
habitat on their land under programs administered by State or Tribal governments.

Grants will be awarded through a competitive process. In submitting applications for a grant under
the program, a State or Tribal Government must include discussion of: (1) the benefits that the
State or Tribal government intends to achieve by encouraging public access to private farm, ranch,
and forest land for wildlife-related recreational activities; (2) the benefits to the natural resources
and wildlife and wildlife habitat; and (3) the methods that will be used to achieve those benefits.

State and Tribal governments may propose to use VPA-HIP grant funding to expand existing
public access programs, create new public access programs, and provide incentives to improve
habitat on enrolled public access program lands. In approving applications and awarding grants
under the program, NRCS will give priority to States and Tribal governments that propose to—

e Maximize participation by offering a public access program likely to meet with
widespread acceptance among landowners.

e Make special efforts to reach out to historically underserved landowners.

e Ensure that land enrolled under the State or Tribal government program has
appropriate wildlife habitat that benefits a variety of species.

e Strengthen wildlife habitat improvement efforts on land enrolled in a special
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program or other USDA conservation programs
by providing incentives to increase wildlife-dependent recreational access on that
land.

e Agree to follow NRCS CPS for VPA-HIP habitat improvement activities.

e Use additional Federal, State, or Tribal government, or private resources in carrying
out the program.

e Make special efforts to inform the public about the locations of existing and new lands
for which public access is available.
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State and Tribal governments typically use VPA-HIP funds, combined with other resources to—

e Pay landowners directly to allow public access, through lease payments, easement
purchases, or other methods.

e Pay salary costs for staff who work with private landowners to implement the
program.

e Pay for habitat improvements and management activities.

e Develop outreach materials, such as Web sites and brochures, to inform the public
where access to private lands for wildlife-dependent recreation is allowed.

Grantees will be notified that proposals for projects with potentially adverse impacts to natural
resources will either be modified in order to achieve acceptable and beneficial levels of
environmental impact or not selected for funding if they cannot be modified.

5.0 EFFECTS OF ALTERNATIVES
5.1 Affected Environment

VPA-HIP public access programs are implemented on private working lands used for the
production of food, fiber, and forest resources. Land uses include—

e Cropland.—used primarily for the production of annual or perennial field, forage,
food, fiber, horticultural, orchard, vineyard, or energy crops.

e Pasture.—composed of forage species and used primarily for the production of
livestock.

e Rangeland.—on which the vegetation is predominantly grasses, grass-like plants,
forbs or shrubs managed as a natural ecosystem, usually to produce livestock.

e Forestland.—on which the vegetation is predominantly tree cover managed for
production of wood products or other forest products.

In many cases, native plant communities have been disturbed or eliminated by the above
economically-focused land uses, and private working lands often have existing infrastructure, such
as roads and fences constructed to facilitate these economic uses that themselves have
environmental effects.

5.2  Approach to Impact Analysis

This analysis concentrates on the environmental impacts of habitat improvement and management
activities likely to be implemented under the No Action and Proposed Action alternatives. This
Programmatic EA analyzes potential environmental impacts at a broad scale, identifying the
qualitative effects that are a reasonably foreseeable result of each alternative. These qualitative
assessments are based on a review of the best-available scientific studies and methodological
approaches, as well as professional judgment.

5.3 Environmental Effects of Alternatives

The discussion of the No Action alternative below describes the effects of State and Tribal public
access programs that would continue without funding from VPA-HIP. The discussion of the
Proposed Action, under which additional VPA-HIP grants would be awarded according to the
requirements of the 2008 Farm Bill, as amended, focuses on the likely differences in impacts to the
quality of the human environment resulting primarily from habitat improvement and management
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activities compared to the No Action alternative.

Summary of Environmental Consequences

It is expected that there would be both positive and minor negative impacts associated with
implementation of the proposed action. A summary of the potential impacts is given in table 1

below.

Table 1 — Summary of Environmental Consequences

to threatened and endangered species, species of
concern, and their habitats are expected. Some
minor and temporary disturbance to wildlife could
occur during installation of conservation practices.
Adverse impacts will be minimized by avoiding
installation during critical life history periods.
Though there is potential for spread of invasive
species due to increased pedestrian traffic, many of
these areas are already disturbed and invasive species
control measures are expected to be an important
component of habitat improvement activities.

Resource Proposed Action No Action Alternative

Soils Funding will be available to relocate, repair, and More soil erosion is expected as
maintain roads and trails to control or reduce erosion. | compared to the proposed
Positive impacts to localized topography and soils action because funding would
are expected to result from implementation of the not be available to relocate,
proposed action. Minor and temporary increases in repair, or maintain roads that
erosion could occur in locations where relocation and | are causing soil erosion.
repair activities are implemented.

Water Long-term positive impacts to surface and Greater degradation of surface

Resources groundwater quality are expected where projects are | and groundwater and wetlands
undertaken to improve aquatic wildlife habitat and is expected as compared to the
reduce soil erosion. Temporary, minor increases in proposed action because
sediment discharges to existing wetlands and surface | funding would not be available
water may result in locations where runoff occurs for aquatic habitat improvement
during ground-disturbing activities associated with or erosion-reducing practices.
the installation of conservation practices.

Air Quality No impacts to attainment status or violations of State | Continued release of particulate
Implementation Plan standards would result from the | matter from under-maintained
proposed action. However, localized temporary roads and trails.
minor impacts to air quality may result from ground-
disturbing activities and the use of agricultural
equipment during the installation of conservation
practices.

Biological The proposed action is expected to contribute to Greater degradation of

Resources vegetation and wildlife diversity. Positive impacts terrestrial and aquatic habitats

and potential for occurrence of
invasive species is expected as
compared to the proposed
action.
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opportunities are expected. Public access will be
provided on private land areas previously
unavailable for public recreational use and public
lands previously blocked from public access by
surrounding private lands. The proposed
conservation practices are expected to increase
habitat for game and nongame species. Water quality
improvements would result in better recreational
fishing and other water-related recreation.

Resource Proposed Action No Action Alternative
Historic NRCS will conduct site-specific reviews of habitat NRCS would have no control
Properties, improvement projects with the potential to affect over adverse effects that may
Cultural and properties that are listed or eligible for listing in the | occur from continued
Tribal National Register of Historic Places in consultation implementation of existing
Resources with the State Historic Preservation Officer, State and Tribal public access
concerned federally recognized American Indian programs. States and Tribes
Tribes, Tribal Historic Preservation Officers, and/or | would continue to use their own
Native Hawaiian Organizations, and will work with procedures, if any, for the
grant recipients to ensure that any adverse effects to identification and protection of
these resources are avoided, minimized, or mitigated. | historic properties and cultural
and Tribal resources.
Recreation Positive long-term effects on recreational No change from current land-

based recreational opportunities
is expected; however, to the
extent water quality continues to
degrade, game fish and aquatic
species or other water-related
recreation may be negatively
affected.

Environmental
Justice

Projects that include outreach specifically to
historically underserved landowners and
communities will receive higher priority for funding.
This will help ensure no persons or populations are
excluded from participation in or denied the benefits
of VPA-HIP. No disproportionately high or adverse
impacts to minority or low-income populations
would occur.

NRCS would have no control
over continued implementation
of existing State and Tribal
public access programs. States
and Tribes would continue to
use their own procedures, if
any, to ensure no persons or
populations are subjected to
discrimination under these
programs because of race,
color, or national origin.

5.3.1

Alternative 1: No Action — No additional VPA-HIP grants would be awarded

The No Action alternative assumes no additional VPA-HIP grants would be awarded. As a result,
it is unlikely that State and Tribal public access programs would continue to expand; rather, they
likely would see reduced financial and human resources support based on competing demands for
limited State and Tribal government funds. Less-supported and smaller programs result in smaller
contributions to local economies from public spending on outdoor recreation and equipment that
would be expected from better-supported programs. Also there would be no additional public
access income opportunities for landowners. Less-supported programs also reduce the
opportunities to foster conservation of natural resources by both the landowners who are assisted in
managing wildlife habitat and recreational users who have increased opportunities to appreciate the
fish and wildlife supported on private lands. Under this alternative, economic benefits to rural
communities associated with increased spending on wildlife-dependent recreation and payments to
landowners would not occur, and the existing programs may be further diminished due to lack of
incentives for participating landowners. Public access to private lands for wildlife-dependent
recreation would continue to be insufficient to meet the demand.
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Environmental effects from existing public access programs would continue. Potential
environmental impacts from the access provided by these programs includes increased soil erosion
associated with improperly maintained or degraded roads and trails and increased pedestrian or
vehicular traffic. Soil dislodged from roads and trails could end up as sediment in water bodies or
particulate matter in the air. Increased traffic can also lead to the spread of invasive weeds along
travel corridors. Increased human presence on the land results in more potential disturbance to fish
and wildlife. Fish and wildlife populations could be impacted by additional angling and hunting
pressure. These impacts are expected to be minor and localized, and the amount, timing, location,
and type (vehicular or pedestrian) of access is controlled by State or Tribal governments and the
private landowners who participate in their public access programs. In addition, State and Tribal
governments have the authority to regulate impacts to sport fish and game through regulations and
licensing.

To the extent these programs include habitat management and improvement activities, effects
are likely to be similar to those described in 5.3.2 below. The main difference between the
alternatives is that under Alternative 1 these effects would occur on fewer acres of land than
under Alternative 2.

5.3.2  Alternative 2: Proposed Action — Award Additional VPA-HIP grants

Under the Proposed Action alternative additional VPA-HIP grants would be awarded so effects are
likely to be similar to those resulting from previous VPA-HIP grants. By the end of FY 2011, after
FSA had made about $28 million in VPA-HIP grant funds available, approximately 2,790
landowners opened 1.6 million acres of private land to public access. The first round of funding
under the NRCS-administered VPA-HIP occurred in FY 2014, through which State agencies
proposed opening to public access, more than 2 million additional acres of private and public
lands previously unavailable. NRCS expects this trend would continue and approximately
another 2 million acres would be opened to public recreation under the proposed action.

Environmental impacts from the increased public access provided by these programs would be the
same as those described for the No Action alternative and would be expanded to additional lands.
However, the additional habitat improvement and management activities likely to be funded under
this alternative will enable VPA-HIP recipients to reduce any existing soil, water, and air impacts
as described in table 1. Funds used for habitat improvement and management will also ensure
appropriate habitat exists on enrolled acres and will provide greater incentives to individuals
interested in enrolling their lands in public access programs. In addition, because of the emphasis
placed on outreach to socially disadvantaged and historically underserved landowners, NRCS
expects there will be an increase in both the enroliment and use of private lands for recreation by a
larger population of users.

State or Tribal fish and wildlife agency biologists or other qualified biologists will assess the
habitat improvement and management needs of each property. These personnel will determine
what type of restoration or habitat improvement is possible based on existing land use, historical
land cover, and soil types. Habitat improvement and management plans will generally promote
native species and describe the management necessary to maintain a high level of biodiversity.

Impacts of habitat improvements implemented under NRCS CPSs are considered in network
effects diagrams that illustrate the direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of NRCS CPSs (see
appendix A) and are also considered in the Conservation Practice Physical Effects (CPPE)
assessments and Conservation Effects Assessment Project (CEAP) studies described in appendix B.
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As shown in the network effects diagrams, when an individual conservation practice may result in
increased risk to the condition of another resource, additional conservation practices or mitigation
measures are planned to avoid creating new resource concerns. Appendix C describes the
development of NRCS CPSs.

VPA-HIP regulations do not require habitat improvement and management activities to follow
NRCS CPSs; however, because priority will be given to proposals where recipients agree to follow
the NRCS CPSs, and past requests for VPA-HIP funds have greatly exceeded the amount
available, NRCS expects almost all habitat improvement and management activities will follow its
CPSs.

Based on past experience with VPA-HIP grants, NRCS anticipates the conservation practices in
table 2 will be those most often implemented with VPA-HIP funds.

Table 2: NRCS Conservation Practice Standards Likely to be utilized under VPA-HIP

Practice Standard

Name Code Applicability
Access Control 472 Exclusion of people, vehicles, equipment, etc., from an area.
Improvement of existing travel ways to ensure safe passage by
public users while addressing resource concerns (e.g., soil
Access Road 560 erosion and aquatic habitat.)
Brush Management 314 Control of undesirable woody vegetation.
Conservation Cover 327 Establishment of permanent, desirable vegetation.
Conservation Crop
Rotation 328 Sequence of crops to provide greatest benefit to game species.
Cover Crop 340 Establishment of annual vegetation following harvest of crop.
Critical Area Planting 342 Establishment of permanent vegetation on highly erosive sites.
Early Successional Creation, maintenance and/or enhancement of early
Habitat Development successional species of plants to produce desired habitat for
and Management 647 target species.
Facilitates the control of movement of animals and people,
Fence 382 including vehicles.

Creation of permanent vegetated buffers around agricultural
fields in order to meet a habitat need or address an identified
Field Border 386 resource concern.

Provides food and cover in intensively cropped landscapes and
removes contaminants from runoff to improve water quality for

Filter Strip 393 aquatic species.
Installation or maintenance of an area free from combustible
Fire Break 394 fuel to facilitate a prescribed fire.
Forest Stand Manipulation of species composition, stand structure, and
Improvement 666 stocking to meet a desired habitat description.
Forest Trails and
Landings 655 Used to provide temporary access for management purposes.
Control the grade in natural or constructed channels to reduce
Grade Stabilization erosion and improve water quality as needed to protect aquatic
Structure 410 or riparian habitat.
Grassed Waterway 412 Utilize within cropland to carry flow of surface water.
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Practice Standard

Name Code Applicability
Provides a stable, noneroding surface for areas frequently used
Heavy Use Area by animals, people, or vehicles. Can protect or improve water
Protection 561 quality.
Herbaceous Weed
Control 315 Control undesirable herbaceous vegetation.
Implementation of controlled burning in order to create desired
habitat by manipulating vegetation, controlling level of fuel
Prescribed Burning 338 accumulation, etc.
Range Planting 550 Provide or improve forage, browse, or cover for wildlife.
Establish or create appropriate vegetation to increase the
Recreation Area attractiveness and usefulness of recreation areas and protect the
Improvement 562 soil and plant resources.
Reshape the surface of the land to establish or improve effective
Recreation Land use of the land area for recreation and minimize onsite and
Grading and Shaping 566 offsite damage to resources from recreational land use.
Restore, conserve, and manage unique or diminishing native
Restoration and terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems to their original or usable and
Management of Rare or functioning condition and provide and maintain habitat for
Declining Habitats 643 associated fish and wildlife.
Provide areas of woody vegetation adjacent to watercourse or
water bodies to improve habitat for aquatic and riparian fish and
Riparian Forest Buffer 391 wildlife.
Grasses and forbs established or managed as the dominant
Riparian Herbaceous vegetation in the transitional zone between upland and aquatic
Cover 390 habitats.
Provide a stabilized area across a stream as a travel way for
people or vehicles while reducing erosion and improving water
Stream Crossing 578 quality.
Stream Habitat Maintain, improve or restore physical, chemical and biological
Improvement and functions of a stream, and its associated riparian zone, to
Management 395 improve habitat for desired aquatic species.
Vegetative or structural treatments that stabilize eroding
Streambank and streambanks to improve the stream corridor for fish and wildlife
Shoreline Protection 580 habitat, aesthetics, and recreation.
Provide nesting or similar structures where vegetation fails to
meet the short-term habitat needs of a species, or modify
existing structures to reduce hazards to wildlife, such as
Structures for Wildlife 649 marking fences or adding escape ramps to water troughs.
Provide paths with vegetated, earthen, or paved surface for
pedestrian recreational access while protecting ecologically
Trails and Walkways 575 sensitive sites.
Tree and Shrub Establishment of desirable trees or shrubs to meet a specific
Establishment 612 habitat need.
Tree/Shrub Site Preparing a site by chemical, mechanical, or other means prior
Preparation 490 to planting.
Used to treat identified habitat concerns in uplands to enable
Upland Wildlife Habitat movement, or provide shelter, cover, food in proper amounts,
Management 645 etc., for desired species.
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Pra"“ﬁfasn:g”dard Code Applicability
Used to treat identified habitat concerns in wetlands to enable
Wetland Wildlife movement, or provide shelter, cover, food in proper amounts,
Habitat Management 644 etc., for desired species.

It is possible not all grantees will follow NRCS CPSs. In such cases, NRCS expects those agencies
to make habitat improvements based on their own established best management practices which
have been demonstrated to achieve the desired wildlife habitat improvements without resulting in
significant adverse effects. Because of this, NRCS expects the effects of those best management
practices will be similar to those of the NRCS CPS.

Habitat improvement and management activities funded with VPA-HIP will have site-specific
environmental evaluations conducted and management plans developed by qualified State or Tribal
agency personnel or by other qualified individuals. This process helps to ensure that all potential
impacts to natural resources are identified and appropriate alternatives and practices are available
to the participating landowners. The evaluation will also be conducted to review each site-specific
habitat improvement project to ensure there are no extraordinary circumstances that could result in
significant adverse impacts to the quality of the human environment and to ensure all projects are
carried out in compliance with Federal, State, Tribal and local environmental requirements. These
requirements include, but are not limited to, the Endangered Species Act (ESA), the National
Historical Preservation Act (NHPA), and pertinent Executive orders such as those regarding
environmental justice and consultation with federally recognized Tribes. Every effort shall be
made to carry out grant activities in a manner that avoids adverse effects to natural, cultural, and
historic resources.

The actions to be carried out with VPA-HIP funds are primarily for the purposes of facilitating
public access and improving ecosystem health and wildlife habitat, and they will usually occur on
land that already has been disturbed by cultivation, establishment of introduced species to increase
livestock forage, and silviculture. As a result, the majority of the management activities conducted
through the program will most likely be planned such that they improve the condition of affected
resources and avoid adverse effects on protected resources such as migratory birds, species listed
under the ESA, or properties eligible for listing under the NHPA. However, State or Tribal
biologists or other qualified representatives will screen all habitat improvement projects for
potential effects on State, Tribal, and federally listed threatened and endangered species. In the
event an action may affect an ESA-listed species or designated critical habitat and consultation has
not already been completed, NRCS will designate the State or Tribal fish and wildlife agency as its
non-Federal representative to conduct informal ESA consultation, and the agency will incorporate
into its plans any conservation measures that may result from that process. If NRCS has already
conducted consultation for the activity to be conducted, grantees will be required to follow
identified mitigation measures. In all cases, grantees must agree they will not fund actions
adversely affecting ESA-protected species or designated critical habitat.

Habitat improvement and management activities have low potential for adverse impacts to
archeological or cultural resources because they will be implemented primarily in previously
disturbed areas as described above. In accordance with section 106 of the NHPA of 1966
(formerly 16 U.S.C. 470f, now 54 U.S.C. 306108), as implemented by the Advisory Council on
Historic Preservation (ACHP) regulations found at 36 CFR part 800, NRCS will review any
project or undertaking that has the potential to affect properties that are listed or eligible for listing
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in the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP). This includes projects funded by NRCS
though VPA-HIP. Such review is the responsibility of NRCS; the professional historic
preservation staff of the State Conservationist where the grant recipient will implement habitat
improvement and management activities will review the proposed action or undertaking, in
consultation with the State Historic Preservation Officer, and concerned federally recognized
American Indian Tribes, Tribal Historic Preservation Officers, or Native Hawaiian Organizations.
NRCS will take action (including guiding the grant recipient in avoiding adverse effects) if an
NRHP-eligible property could be adversely affected by the grantee’s project. The ACHP section
106 procedures and NRCS’ cultural resources procedures are illustrated in appendix D.

As a result of the NRCS requirement to minimize adverse effects of planned actions on the
environment (see 7 CFR 650.3(4)) and the site-specific environmental evaluation process that will
be used, NRCS anticipates that only minor, short-term adverse effects as described in the network
effects diagrams in appendix A will occur as a result of using VPA-HIP funds to facilitate public
access and to make wildlife habitat improvements as described in this document. In the long-term,
wildlife habitat will be improved and other economic and social benefits will be obtained.

6.0 LIST OF PERSONS AND AGENCIES CONSULTED

Andrée DuVarney, MNR, JD, National Environmental Coordinator, Ecological Sciences Division
(ESD), NRCS, National Headquarters (NHQ)

Karen Fullen, Ecologist, West National Technology Support Center (NTSC), NRCS, Portland, OR

Matthew Judy, Ecologist, Central NTSC, NRCS, Fort Worth, TX

Don Riley, Ecologist, East NTSC, NRCS, Greensboro, NC

Terrell Erickson, Director, ESD, NRCS, NHQ

Sarah Bridges, Federal Preservation Officer; National Cultural Resources Specialist, ESD, NRCS,
NHQ,

Doug Holy, Program Manager, VVoluntary Public Access and Habitat Incentive Program, ESD,
NRCS, NHQ

Barry A. Hamilton, National Tribal Relations Liaison Officer, NRCS, NHQ

David Hoge, Conservation Program Specialist, Farm Service Agency, NHQ

Discipline Leads for Fish & Wildlife Network Effects Diagrams

Sid Brantly, National Range and Grazing Land Ecologist, ESD, NRCS, NHQ

Danielle Flynn, National Biologist, ESD, NRCS, NHQ

Craig Goodwin, National Water Quality Specialist and Aquatic Ecologist, ESD, NRCS, NHQ
Eunice Padley, National Forester, ESD, NRCS, NHQ

Norman Widman, National Agronomist, ESD, NRCS, NHQ
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